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Insular Yet Global: Selected Essays of Fernando Zialcita
Fernando N. Zialcita 

Vibal Foundation, 2024. 320 pages. 

Philippine Studies scholars surely would warmly welcome this new-
published collection of essays, Insular Yet Global. With its contents 

representing the trajectory of Professor Fernando Zialcita’s ideas and 
scholarly philosophizing on what is distinctly “Filipino,” this book, as 
introduced in the preface, was originally intended as a definitive “Zialcita 
Reader.” About time, too! Here, conveniently collected, are thirteen essays 
previously published here and there,1 featuring a variety of explorations 
on certain themes in history and in everyday life. 
	 Zialcita’s reflections are grounded on his research and experiences 
in rural settings and in urban places in the Philippines (especially in Ilocos, 
parts of his native Manila, as well as other parts of this archipelago), 
and also beyond. He considers, for example, regional domestic lifestyle 
correlations in the ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations), 
and investigates impacts and influences of the earliest global exchanges 

1 In his own Authentic Though Not Exotic: Essays on Filipino Identity (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 
2006); in book anthologies, including: Old Ties and New Solidarities: Studies on Philippine Communities, 
ed. Charles J-H. Macdonald and Guillermo M. Pesigan eds. (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2000), 
Transpacific Engagements: Trade, Translation, and Visual Culture of Entangled Empires (1565–1898), ed. 
Florino H, Capistrano-Baker and Meha Priyadarshimi (Ayala Museum/Getty Research Inst., 2021), 
Reading Horacio de la Costa, SJ: Views from the 21st Century, ed. Soledad S. Reyes (Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2017), More Hispanic Than We Admit 4, ed. Jorge Mojarro (Vibal, 2024), Songs of Memory 
in Islands of Southeast Asia, ed. Nicole Revel (Cambridge Scholars Pub., 2013), Fieldwork and the Self: 
Changing Research Styles in Southeast Asia, ed.  Jeremy Jammes and Victor T. King (Springer 2021), and 
Making Sense of the City: Public Spaces in the Philippines, ed. Remmon E. Barbaza (Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2019); as well as in various journals such as Social Transformations, Transmodernity, 
Cuaderno Internacional de Estudios Humanisticos y Literatura, and Aghamtao.
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across oceans, particularly looking back on the centuries of the Galleon 
Trade. In pursuing the latter there was opportunity for some archival 
research (original documents written in Spanish and stored in institutions 
outside the Philippines are cited).
	 The essays are framed using concepts from Zialcita’s favorite 
philosopher-writers such as Hegel, and Merleau-Ponty, but also the pre-
eminent national writer Nick Joaquin. “Joaquin’s thinking is dialectical” 
(90), notes Zialcita, who takes off from how Joaquin locates the emergence 
of “Filipino” identity in the Hispanic context (a proposition I am glad 
to be reacquainted with through reading this book). Thus, the different 
chapters of Insular Yet Global call attention to how the intangible—
knowledge, ideas—is always implicated in artifacts and structures; and 
how social dynamics and physical environments influence and produce 
each other. We are enjoined to closely consider historical and cultural 
material in terms of evident agentic and living processes of cultural 
mixing, assimilation, indigenization, imagination, or creativity, in the face 
of difference and given structural contradictions. Cultural expressions 
are appreciated as the fascinating composition, fusion, or layering of 
“polymodal” dialogue—between, or merging properties and ideals that 
are opposed or in tension against each other—as, for instance, the self vs 
others, or the Hispanic as “Filipino” (“the Filipino is a griffin,” famously 
said Joaquin). 
	 The book is divided into three parts: “For Myself and Others,” 
“Hispanism or Filipinism?,” and “Interplays: Space vs. Time, Local vs. 
Global.” Each chapter is also prefaced by a colored photograph or a 
collage of figures (which had me wishing for more and googling for a 
glance at some of the images that were discussed but not shown in the 
text).
	 I appreciate how clear it is that the audience this book wishes 
to engage with is comprised of Filipino readers. I imagine a thinking, 
literate set of people who may have some preconceptions or “vilifications 
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of their own culture” (as posed in the chapter “Are We Crippling Our 
Own Identity?”) 
	 Zialcita also notably recommends agenda for research. For 
example, the first chapter, “What Is Communal Ownership? Clarifying 
a Much-Used Term,” reads like a lecture in cultural ecology: a case 
survey of Philippine ethnic diversity and property relations correlated 
with their modes of subsistence (e.g., swidden cultivation as opposed 
to monocrop wet rice terraces farming).  It discusses changes under 
Spanish colonialism (wherein lands and funds for communal use and 
purposes are documented to have been maintained by the municipality, 
displacing kin groups), as well as how control of manpower through debt 
relationships could have well been the more significant social relation 
rather than ownership of land. Zialcita acknowledges that this chapter 
was born out of a conversation with William Henry Scott (and I feel like 
I might be referring back to it soon for my own teaching). 
	 In the succeeding chapter, “Self-Expression and Mutual Sympathy 
in Farming Villages,” which focuses on Ilocos, I learned this fact from a 
footnote: “Following the Spanish model, Filipino municipalities during the 
Spanish period were required to have communal lands (ejidos), generally 
pasturelands. This was stipulated by the Leyes de Indias” (50).  If that was 
the situation in Northen Luzon at that time, what has happened since 
then, and in areas outside of the Ilocos, like Central Luzon and other 
Hispanized provinces? Zialcita calls for more investigation.   
	 The third chapter, “Broadening the Communal Sense by ‘Lifting 
Up’ Values,” is written to advocate the ‘lifting up’ or reorientation of values 
for the nation. I enjoyed the part discussing the significant precedent 
efforts in the writings of the revolutionary founders of the Katipunan, 
such as Emilio Jacinto and Apolinario Mabini. Hear, for example, the 
eighth teaching (aral) of Gregoria de Jesus: “Matakot sa kasaysayan pagka’t 
walang lihim na di nahahayag” (77).
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	 “As an anthropologist, I have a deep interest in making sense of 
my own culture, the Filipino, and its encounter with Spanish influence” 
(89), Zialcita says.  In the chapter, “Hispanism or Filipinism? Nick 
Joaquin’s Misunderstood Nationalism,” he shares that Joaquin had argued 
convincingly that Lapu-lapu was more of an Oceanian tribal leader on guard 
against being subordinated under any of the great Asian empires (China, 
India, Japan, Arabia, Java) because the European “West” was still unfamiliar 
and unknown to the locals at the time of Magellan’s arrival. Furthermore, 
the Filipino is “a vigorous reaction to Christianity and Western culture”;2 

Filipino identity only materialized after 1565. After the start of the Galleon 
Trade, “we can be nothing but Filipino” (93).
	 Skipping ahead, in the only chapter of the book that had not been 
previously published, “Time Compresses Space: The Textile Exchange 
via the Galleons (1767–1797),” Zialcita reiterates the significance of 
Manila as the earliest “global city” (a point unacknowledged in key texts 
on globalization). Apart from the direction of trade of specific textiles, 
other chapters in this section (“Interplays”) examine “Chanted landscapes: 
Internalizing the Tangible” (concerning epics), the veneration of sacred 
images that are black (“The Black Christ: Defining the Sacred Across 
Three Continents”), the house in Southeast Asia and its functional 
spaces (“The Southeast Asian House’s Multiple Meanings”), the plaza as 
a sacred space in the city (“The Plaza Can Affirm Local Identity”), and 
food (“Countering the Global with the Local by Savoring Our Food”).
	 Overall, Zialcita’s approach stems from within his own sense 
of self as a Filipino growing up with memories set in distinct spaces 
(of Quiapo, Chinatown, and Parañaque); also as a traveler in the world, 
actively engaging with living places and the heritage of communities. 

2 Nick Joaquin’s essay “Lapu-lapu and Humabon: The Filipino as Twins,” Philippine Quarterly of Culture 
and Society (1979), and his book Culture and History: Occasional Notes on the Process of Philippine Becoming 
(Solar Publishing, Manila, 1988) are cited.
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Summatively, his perspective is always hopeful. Readers can only gain 
broadened views, and incidentally derive pleasure, and inspiration, and 
stronger values, out of closely interrogating their own vital spaces and 
practices and stories in this manner, as Zialcita has.  
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